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Almost fifty pieces of quillwork and beadwork, ranging from boots and moccasins to 
a pouch and saddlebag, represent artistic traditions of the nomadic Plains Indians, who 
roamed across southern Canada to Texas. Their art, which was portable or wearable, is 
the subject of the exhibition Beadwork and Quillwork of the American Plains at 
The Cleveland Museum of Art, January 23 through July 1, 1990. 

The exhibition focuses on two closely related decorative traditions that coexisted 
between 1870 and 1910. The earlier tradition featured dyed porcupine quills 
embroidered on leather garments and ornaments. By the late 19th century, glass beads 
were commonly used for decorative embroidery, partially replacing quillwork embroidery. 
Even when the tribes were confined to reservations, their artistic traditions survived. 
Many works in the exhibition were made by the Dakota Sioux who settled in North and 
South Dakota, as well as by the Apache, Crow, Arapaho, Cheyenne, and Blackfeet 
Indians. 

The show is divided into three sections, based on function and ownership. In the 
men’s section is a Dakota Sioux scalp shirt, made around 1890, decorated with pigment, 
beads, and locks of human hair representing the owner’s war exploits. The women’s 
section features a heavy, beaded dress worn only for special occasions. Highlighting the 
children’s section are heavily beaded cradle covers, ornamented with protective designs 
made by the mother’s female relatives. 

The exhibition was organized by Margaret Young-Sanchez, assistant curator in Dater 
Western Art, and Karen Fondy, a graduate student in the Joint Program in Art History 
and Museum Studies at Case Western Reserve University. Most of the objects belong to 
The Cleveland Museum of Art, while others were loaned by The Cleveland Museum of 
Natural History. # # # 


